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ABSTRACT 

This qualitative and interpretive study explores how young chi ldren  

experience humou r and playfulness in their communication . Data were 

gathered i n  three early chi ldhood education centres. The ethnographic 

method used was primarily participant observation ,  with the aid of a video 

camera and tape-recorder. Socio-cultural  historical activity theory informs 

both the methodological  paradigm of the research and the framework for data 

analysis. The research focuses on systems of interactions rather than 

individuals.  The d iversity and complexity in chi ldren's playful and humorous 

communication is i l luminated by presenting 24 narrative-l ike "events" 

involving such commun ication. This presentation makes clear the dynamic 

qual ities and artifact-mediated dia lectical nature of playfu l and h umorous 

communication activity. "Artifacts" i nclude material and non-material tools ,  

symbols, and semiotic signs (Wartofsky, 1979). Relationsh ips between the 

roles , rules, and the community of chi ldren and teachers engaged in each 

event are discussed . Tensions and contradictions in these relationships 

( including chi ldren's playful subversion of adult ru les) are explored . 

Th is thesis argues that humour, playful ness, and imagination are shared and 

distributed across groups of chi ldren.  Thus chi ldren's imaginations, i ncluding 

their individual experiences,  are dynam ical ly shared with and connect the 

group.  Playful and humorous communication involves words, sounds, 

gestures, posture, rhythm, and movement. At times the synchronous 

movements and speech of chi ldren having fu n together are l ike a 

spontaneously improvised dance .  Bou ndaries between chi ldren are blurred 

by the activity. The children become un ited by shared and distributed 

imagination in playful and humorous d iversity. 

This study suggests that individual chi ldren in early chi ldhood centres should 

be viewed as fundamenta l ly connected to each other. I ndividuals exist in 

relation to others .  Chi ldren's re lationships with others ,  their environment, and 



artifacts are central to understanding chi ldren's experience of playful and 

humorous commun ication. 
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